Abstract
Introduction
Aaron Milavec in his paper on the early Christian text the Didache writes: "Any community that cannot artfully and effectively pass on its cherished way of life as a program for divine wisdom and graced existence cannot long endure. Any way of life that cannot be clearly specified, exhibited, and differentiated from the alternative modes operative within the surrounding culture is doomed to growing insignificance and to gradual assimilation" (2003, p. 15) . Although Milavec writes about the community of the early Christians whose life circumstances substantially differ from the modern tensions of a culturally globalized world, his observation on the necessity of a spiritual outlook within the wider cultural context as well as his view that culture as a living and changing phenomenon is vital for the existence of any society are still relevant today.
As a culturally formative text which represents specific values, Marilynne Robinson's novel
Gilead (2004) deserves, I believe, detailed scrutiny and examination. The text, either studied as a single book, or as a part of the Gilead trilogy (Gilead, 2004 , Home, 2008 and Lila, 2014 has become, without doubt, one of the most popular (and influential) works published in the United States in the new millennium. i The book has been praised by professional critics and literary scholars (see Anderson, 2005; Domestico, 2014; Evans, 2014) and lay readers, including former American President Barack Obama (see Kakutani, 2009) , ii and its popularity is certainly expressive of a set of values that many readers find affinity with. The present article, therefore, intends to focus on the protected values in the novel, which are faith, family and education.
While their significance in Ames's story is quite clearly expressed by the narrator, my examination will provide a closer look at their interrelatedness as well as at the ways in which they conceptualize the central tenets of Ames's philosophy of the life worth living.
Gilead and the values to live by
One of Gilead's major concerns is the reality of the transience of life. At the very beginning we learn that its protagonist and narrator, the Reverend John Ames, an elderly Congregational pastor in the small town of Gilead, Iowa, has been diagnosed with angina pectoris and knows that he is dying. The first paragraph of his narrative already suggests that coming to terms with approaching death would be one of the central issues of the story: "I told you last night that I might be gone sometime, and you said, Where, and I said, To be with the Good Lord, and you
said, Why, and I said, Because I'm old, and you said, I don't think you're old. And you put your hand in my hand and you said, You aren't very old, as if that settled it" (2004, p.3).
Ames's words addressed to his seven-year-old son encapsulate the motivation to write and set a tone which would dominate his later discourses. He uses mild language to tell his son that he is going to die. Knowing the details of the diagnosis, Ames decides to write his child a letter which eventually "becomes a prayer of self-scrutiny, a time capsule of fatherly wisdom, a plainspoken treatise on the difficulty of virtue within the most sincere moral consciousness" (Painter, 2010, p. 325) . Meant to express everything that Ames intends to pass down to his son, his "letter" becomes a complex story of the crucial events that shaped Ames's past and shape his present, including the relationship with his beloved wife Lila, best friend Boughton, and his crucial connection with young Jack Boughton.
It is interesting to observe how Ames's narrative subtly changes and develops. The first pages reflect his past more than his present, yet he gradually intuits that what he really needs to pass down is an authentic picture of himself, complete with weaknesses, shortcomings and failures.
It is difficult to estimate at which point his "begats" (2004, p. 9) turn into a "diary" (2004, p. 185 ). Ames's voice in Gilead is characterized by stark honesty and strong emotions; he is a pious and disciplined person of immense personal integrity. According to Anthony Domestico, "Gilead makes a fundamentally good man seem interesting, and part of what makes Ames so interesting is his willingness to talk intelligently about matters of faith -in particular, his willingness to talk about the sacraments" (Domestico, 2014, p. 15 which Ames and other characters go through.
Faith
Kay Parris in the foreword to the interview with Marilynne Robinson observes that "[a]n acclaimed novelist bringing serious theology into fiction is not a common phenomenon" (2010).
To write fiction about faith, belief and spirituality and refrain from cliché and didacticism is not an easy task. Although the great ambition of art has always been to explore the infinite variety of human experience, to provide this experience with meaning and purpose and even seek "profound conclusions to otherwise unresolved circumstances" of one's life and existence, the fictional quests seem more difficult and challenging in the secular era of postmodern scepticism described by Robinson as "our modern condition, a state of malaise and anomie" (2011, p. 1).
According to her, a great change took place within the last two centuries and "[w]e were told we had disabused ourselves of belief in God, and that the notion that human life had meaning has fallen with the collapse of religious belief" (Robinson, 2011, p. 1 (Elie, 2012) , "whose belief is believable because it is so plainly the fruit of a personal search" (Elie, 2012 illuminates these books, and so does a sense of inquiry, of intellectual questing" (Robinson, 2015, p. 30) . Anthony Domestico joins the debate on Robinson's work within the context of contemporary literature claiming that "Gilead puts the lie to those critics who say that contemporary fiction doesn't engage seriously with religion. It shows that Christianity is both a lived practice and a system of belief, a deposit of artistic riches and an endless source of intellectual exploration" (Domestico, 2014, p. 15) . Similar approval is expressed by D. W.
Schmidt: "the novel's success beyond its pages, within the literary community and academia, in an age of un-and non-belief, seems nearly miraculous. The letter of an aging protestant pastor, who expounds upon the teachings of church fathers and meditates on the meaning of grace, somehow appeals to the faithful and non-believers alike, even readers who would normally dismiss any text that espouses a sincere faith in any ʻgodʼ" (Schmidt, 2014, p. 119 ).
According to the notable Irish author Colm Tóibín, Robinson "is concerned with how we should live, with the idea of the world as a sort of gift to us, which requires us to notice what we have been offered, and to study it, to appreciate it and to dramatize its textures and contours" (2016).
She is "a visionary realist: a writer who senses that the real -the world we experience in our bodies and in our consciousness -is awash with divine meaning and intention" (Domestico, 2014, p. 14) .
In Gilead, the fullness of religious experience is expressed by seeing the world as the Divine
Creation in which everyone and everything forms a part of God's plan and is infused with a miraculous and mysterious nature. Thus, a deep faith in God guides Ames's everyday life. His existence becomes a constant prayer and perpetual dialogue with God. If he fails -and he fails rather often -it is in faith and God that he finds refuge and a stable point upon which his actions and responses to various life situations can be based.
It is interesting to observe how Ames articulates his understanding of the mysteries of life and death and which language he uses to express them. When rational discourse fails, man seeks other expressive means by which the experience of death and afterlife might be verbalized. In this regard, Ames turns to the potency of imagination and to the figurative language of poetry. Boughton's mind the idea of heaven is likened to the beauty and goodness of anything on earth multiplied by two. Like Ames, Boughton sees nature (and Nature) as a meaningful revelation.
It is a grace to be alive, to be able to love, feel and experience God's creation via the senses as well as by the intellect. Ames's idea of heaven is slightly different from Boughton's in its emphasis on one's physical condition. He explains: "I believe the soul in Paradise must enjoy
something nearer to a perpetual vigorous adulthood than to any other state we know. […] I believe Boughton is right to enjoy the imagination of heaven as the best pleasure of this world.
[
…] I certainly don't mind the thought of your mother finding me a strong young man" (2004,
p. 166).
I identify faith as one of the crucial protected values in the novel since it determines and conditions everything that Ames does. It provides him with moral principles, offers him consolation and gives him sufficient rationalization and explanation for everything that happens to him. Faith guides his inner world as well as his conduct. It also helps him find satisfying answers to the questions which transcend human reason.
Family
Family life, relationships between generations and especially those between fathers and sons are arguably given a significant role in the text. One of the most important values Ames shares with his son is love and respect for those who are no longer with us. While their physical absence is irreversible and many of their acts may be questioned, their presence is still felt, most intensely through memories and also through objects they once possessed.
It is important to note that relationships within families are as important as they are difficult.
Although family life in Gilead is based on mutual respect, serious quarrels happen there quite often. Intergenerationality becomes a crucial turning point in Ames's life too. He starts his writing unaware of the radical changes which life has prepared for him in coming days. His mental wellbeing undergoes a distinct crisis with the sudden arrival of Jack Boughton, and even more so when Ames realizes that Jack provokes in him feelings never felt before. It is the fierce and cruel passion of jealousy which begins to occupy Ames's mind. He understands how much Lila means to him and he is afraid he may easily lose her. In his confession, an emphasis is put on her bringing life and light to his former existence described as "a foretaste of death" (p. 205).
Passion is an intense emotion and life without Lila is an unbearable thought for Ames who vividly remembers the feeling when she did not come to church on "the one terrible Sunday.
[ It is telling that Ames describes his feeling as "looking back from the grave". This suggests his awareness of his physical condition and imminent death, which contrasts strikingly with Jack's vitality, youth and strength. On the other hand, the scene is also Ames's painful visualization of a possible future. When he is no longer alive, Jack, Lila and their son may well become a family.
There is little doubt that the essence of Ames's confusion lies in the conflict between his faith and feelings. It is during this time of formidable worries when he appears most intensely human and fallible and when he pronounces his wish for a peaceful death (p. 179).
In order to resolve his fears and restore his peace, Ames must be willing to "sacrifice" the two most precious elements in his life, Lila and his son. Ames' realization of this is gradual and, as a matter of fact, his decision to "allow" Lila to find her happiness with Jack is one of his most Ames's conscious decision had a powerful effect on his consequent thought and approach to death. He again attains inner calm of the deepest and most satisfying nature; that which follows a perplexing and almost ruinous mental struggle. At this point, Ames is ready to die, although there is one more distinctive moment at the very end of his narrative which symbolically ends the course of his life. It is the moment when Ames blesses Jack who is leaving Gilead in order to live with his wife and son. Thus Ames finds much needed equilibrium after and in spite of the sorrow he experiences.
Described as "a quintessentially American story" (Robinson, 2015, p. 27 ) which encapsulates "the American foundation myth" (Robinson, 2015, p. 27) , Gilead is firmly rooted in the value of family which extends also to the concept of belonging and home. In his understanding, the books one owns and reads are revelatory of a person's thoughts and character. His life-long passion for learning is obvious from frequent references to purchases of books, although his attitude to them, or better said, to the money spent on them, alters after the radical change in his life. The aforementioned spending becomes Ames's serious concern as he ponders over the sums which he could use to improve the financial situation of the now impoverished family (see p. 4). These thoughts, however, do not prove his negative bias towards books and learning. They are, in fact, rather understandable worries of the father who cares about his family's financial security. The regrets over the money spent on literature are supplanted by Ames's appreciation of books as intimate friends and major joy and consolation in the period of sadness and loneliness, described as " Ames constantly returns to books in relation to the past, and his portrayal of himself as an avid reader does not only provide the complex and detailed reader's experience, but it also simultaneously serves as a didactic and educational means for his son (2004, p. 39) .
There is good reason to suppose that Ames's intellectual pursuits owe much to the cultural traditions of Protestantism, with its emphasis on books and learning, as well as its highest regard 
Conclusion
Ames concludes his narrative with the following words:
"I'll pray that you grow up a brave man in a brave country. I will pray you find a way to be useful.
I 'll pray, and then I'll sleep" (2004, p. 247) .
The life philosophy he proposes by his narrative is not easy to practise. To be wholly contemplative and wholly active -a life worth living requires nothing less, according to Ames's experience. He speaks with the authority of an elderly man whose life was full of suffering and anguish but also of hope and joy. His authority is that of piety and of an old man's wisdom. The validity of his life philosophy is justified by his conduct and deeds and therefore appears as ii Concerning his reading of Marilynne Robinson's Gilead, Barack Obama in his interview with the author says: "one of my favorite characters in fiction is a pastor in Gilead, Iowa, named John Ames, who is gracious and courtly and a little bit confused about how to reconcile his faith with all the various travails that his family goes through. And I was just-I just fell in love with the character, fell in love with the book" (Obama, 2015 vi Hymns are so firmly rooted in Ames's mind that he sings them without actual realization of the meaning of words. Once, when he is looking after his son, instead of some cheerful tone, he sings to him "Go to Dark
Gethsemane", a popular Lenten hymn about the last 12 hours of Christ's life, written by the Scottish-born poet and hymn writer James Montgomery (1771 -1854).
vii According to Marilynne Robinson's essay "Reformation", "The most persistent and fruitful tradition of American literature from Emily Dickinson to Wallace Stevens is the meditation on the given, the inexhaustible ordinary" (2015, p. 24).
